
Heartworm – The Deadly Disease Transmitted by Mosquitoes 
 
With the recent media attention surrounding West Nile Virus (WNV), animal owners often pose 
the question of whether this virus can affect their pets.  While dogs and cats can contract the 
virus, only a few would show actual signs of sickness and even fewer would die from the 
disease.  In view of that, pet owners should not be as concerned about their pet contracting West 
Nile Virus, but rather should be more concerned over the deadly heartworm disease that 
mosquitoes transmit.   
 
Heartworm is a disease that begins when a female mosquito bites an infected animal and ingests 
the heartworm larvae in the blood, therefore acting as the host for the larvae to mature.  Once the 
larvae have reached the infectious stage, the female mosquito can then transmit the disease to 
another animal.  Through the mosquito’s bite, the larvae spread through the animal’s tissues and 
eventually reach the heart where they mature into worms.  The sexually mature worms can reach 
12-14 inches in length and can live and reproduce within your pet for up to five to seven years.  
Wildlife, livestock, horses, dogs, and, more recently, cats are all at risk for contracting 
heartworm.  Even if your dog or cat is an “inside” pet, it only takes one bite from one infected 
mosquito to transmit the disease to them.   
 
Mosquitoes that breed in water containers are the main transmitters of heartworm.  Any items in 
your yard that allow for standing water (tires, toys, boats, tarps, baby pools, planters, buckets, 
etc.) should be emptied frequently.  By law, your pet must have clean water available at all times 
when it is outside.  Make sure to empty and refresh your pet’s water container every 2-3 days to 
prevent mosquitoes from breeding in it. 
 
Heartworm disease is an increasing problem in Maryland, but with proper precautionary 
medication heartworm can be prevented.  There are a few major brands of heartworm medication 
available through your veterinarian.  They are chewable tablets given once a month, year round.  
Please discuss heartworm with your veterinarian, as they will advise you to test yearly for the 
disease as well as prescribe the monthly preventative.  Heartworm is not only painful and 
debilitating to an animal, but always results in death if left untreated.  Prevention is the best 
solution, as treating for heartworm can be costly, painful, and sometimes it is diagnosed too late.  
 
For more information please contact your veterinarian and check out these sites on the internet: 
 
American Heartworm Society:  
http://www.heartwormsociety.org/heart.htm 
 
American Veterinary Medical Association:  
 http://www.avma.org/careforanimals/CFAsiteindex.asp 
 
For more information about City of College Park Animal Control, please email 
lthiele@ci.college-park.md.us or call 301-864-8877. 
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